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Executive Summary
Title: Operation JUBILEE: Dieppe 1942- The Myth of Retro-Active Success
Author: Major Corey Frederickson, PPCLI, Canadian Army

Thesis: The official lessons learned from Operation JUBILEE were not new and therefore not
lessons learned at all. The claims that the failure of Dieppe paved the way for the successes of
D-Day are false, and are instead unsubstantiated assertions made in order to justify the sacrifices
of so many men.

Discussion: The failed Dieppe raid of 19 August 1942 resulted in over 4,800 British and
Canadian killed, wounded, or captured. Not surprisingly, in the immediate aftermath many who
were involved in the planning of the raid were busy either distancing themselves from the
operation or attempting to invent success in order to rationalize the losses. After D-Day, many
attempted to re-pronounce Dieppe a success; the lessons from which allegedly led to victory at
Normandy. However, the facts do not bear this out; the official lessons learned from the raid
were well known beforehand, or so obvious that they should have been considered in the plan to
begin with. While some good did come of the operation in terms of meeting its strategic aims, it
would be incorrect to state that the impact of Dieppe was felt in any significant way at
Normandy.

Conclusion: The link between the failure of Dieppe and the successes on D-Day is tenuous at
best. There is no evidence to suggest that D-Day would have been any less of a success if the
Dieppe raid had not occurred.
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Preface

As a Canadian Army officer, Dieppe has always held a special place in my heart. Even
long before I enrolled in the Canadian Forces, | was led to believe by a succession of high school
history teachers and low budget dramatic reenactments that the Dieppe raid was a gallant
tragedy; one in which the Canadians were hard done by the British, but one that nevertheless
bore fruit - a silver lining to the blood red beach. Even my subsequent time in the military did
little to dispel these opinions. Sadly, | am ashamed to admit that | was woefully ill informed of
the details surrounding the raid, and therefore of the raid itself.

It was not until | selected Dieppe for my Joint Campaign Analysis that my eyes began to
open. Although I was only researching the causes of the raid’s failure, | started to question the
assertions that came after the raid — that the lessons learned at Dieppe led the way to subsequent
successes on D-Day, assertions that | had always assumed to be true. | began to question what
they were saying and to look for other information to either support or refute these claims. This
eventually led me down the path to realization that the Dieppe lessons learned were really not
lessons learned at all; they were either lessons previously learned or of such an obvious nature
that they should never have needed learning at all, especially at the cost of so many lives. This
train of thought eventually led to this paper.

I would like to thank my mentor, Dr. Gordon for his very sage advice and patience as |
talked through my thought process; he always understood what | was saying even if | did not. |
would also like to thank my dogs. As oddly as that sounds, as much as | bemoaned having to
take them out for the occasional walk, it always allowed me the time to clear my head and

contemplate what it was | was thinking.



Finally, most of all I would like to thank my wife, Summer. Always patient as | locked
myself away in my office, she was nevertheless more than happy to review my work and act as a
sounding board whenever | needed help. In the end | am pretty sure that | convinced her that my

arguments are sound. Believe me, that is no easy task.



Introduction

In retrospect, Dieppe looks so recklessly hare-brained an enterprise that it is difficult to
reconstruct the official state of mind which gave it birth and drove it forward.*
--John Keegan (1982)

The disastrous Dieppe raid of 19 August 1942 was a defining moment in Canadian
history, and not just Canadian military history, but of the history of the Canadian Nation. Well
over 3000 Canadian soldiers were killed, wounded, or captured so it should come as no surprise
that in spite of the seven decades that have followed there remains much debate about the factors
surrounding the raid. Who called for the raid in the first place? Who was responsible for its
planning? Who gave the order for the go ahead? Why did it fail? Did it fail? Unique among a
plethora of military activities of the past two hundred years, Dieppe remains an operation
shrouded in conjecture and mystery.

Conventional wisdom, due in no small part to the assertions in classroom textbooks in
Canadian schools, has led many to believe that the failure at Dieppe somehow paved the way for
the great successes that were to come almost two years later with Operation NEPTUNE.? In
justifying this stance, many have pointed to the lessons learned from the Dieppe operation and
claimed that it was in fact these lessons that allowed the Allies to triumphantly re-enter Europe in
1944; one of such claims even going so far as to assert that for every life lost at Dieppe, ten were
preserved on D-Day.® Be that as it may, this paper will argue that the declarations of grandeur
regarding the long term value of the Dieppe raid are simply those: declarations — or better yet
contentions — and not based in fact. The lessons learned at Dieppe were not really lessons
learned at all, particularly with regard to the official lessons espoused by Combined Operations
Headquarters, the British military organization responsible for planning and executing

amphibious operations during the Second World War. Many of these so called lessons learned



were already learned in blood beforehand, while others were of the category that they need not
have been learned in the first place; in other words, they should have been blatantly obvious to
even the most junior of military neophytes. Still more, while perhaps not known directly by the
British, were already identified by other militaries who were very interested in amphibious
operations, specifically the United States Marine Corps. In reality, the claims of the worthiness
of the official lessons learned from Dieppe, as well as the other fanciful assertions of the raid’s
retro-active successes are simply rationalizations; emotional attempts to justify the sacrifices of
so many men, and perhaps as likely, to deflect blame.

Background

Not by any stretch of the imagination was the Dieppe raid the first ever joint combined
amphibious operation. In fact, ever since man learned to travel the seas he has fought on and
from the sea. Examples from antiquity include, but are by no means limited to, the Athenians at
war against Syracuse, the Romans in Great Britain, and — if you believe in the mythology — the
Greeks in Troy. Of course more contemporary examples exist and from them can be exhumed
more pertinent lessons, such as St Nazaire,* VVaagso, and of course the well-known Gallipoli
campaign of the First World War.

It should also be noted that during the inter war period the British were not the only
nation interested in amphibious warfare. Not long after the cessation of the First World War, the
United States recognized that if another war were to come along, Japan would be its most likely
antagonist. The American military, and specifically the United States Navy and the United
States Marine Corps, were quick to point out that such a war in the Pacific would necessarily
entail significant naval and amphibious operations as both opponents would be fighting to secure

forward locations from which to base naval (and eventually air) forces from. The nature of the



pacific geography would mean that Japanese held islands, of varying sizes in land mass and in
sea space between them, would likely require amphibious assaults for them to be taken; i.e.
fighting directly on the beaches vice amphibious landing on undefended beaches and subsequent
movement over land to contact.® The Marine Corps began work on amphibious doctrine in the
early 1920s and by 1934 had published the Tentative Manual of Landing Operations. By 1938 it
had become the United States Navy F.T.P.-167, Landing Operations Doctrine. Note that this
document and its doctrine were published and adopted a full four years before the Dieppe Raid
took place. Further, it should be realistic to assume that the Dieppe planners could have had
access to Landing Operations Doctrine, particularly with America by that time in the war. Itis,
however, unknown if the planners did in fact see it, and if they did, whether or not they
incorporated the doctrine into their planning. From the results of the operation and the official
lessons learned derived from the raid, it would not appear so. This is particularly remarkable
since the Dieppe planners, as a group, were reported to have “very little knowledge of
amphibious operations.”” They, above all people, should have looked to both history and other
contemporary militaries to compensate for their lack of amphibious expertise.
Strategic Conditions

The strategic situation that Winston Churchill found himself in in the early parts of 1942
was perhaps one of urgency of action. It had been two years since the British Expeditionary
Force was evacuated from Dunkirk, effectively ceding the European continent to the Germans.
The entry of the United States into the war at the end of 1941 was a brilliant ray of hope for the
Allies; however, it did not come without its own provisions. The Americans had decided on a
“Germany First” approach to the war, whereby the defeat of Nazi Germany would be the

Americans’ main effort. It was considered a better strategy to knock out the strongest of the



Axis powers before America would turn its full might toward the destruction of Japan.® Since
Germany was their main effort, the Americans were relentless in pressuring the British
Government for an invasion of the mainland. So much so that the Americans recommended
Operation SLEDGEHAMER - a plan that would call for six British Divisions to seize a small
section of the coastline of France, remain in place over the winter months, and, with
reinforcements, break out onto the continent in the spring of 1943. The British were not
amenable to the plan; nevertheless, the suggestion that America might choose to reconsider its
Germany First strategy in favor of Japan was an incentive for the British to do something.®
Adding to the pressure for British action were the Soviets. After achieving some
successes in the Russian winter counter offensive of 1941, the warming weather of spring 1942
was bringing a return to German advantage. Marshall Joseph Stalin was increasing his demands
for a second front in order to force the Germans to divert resources from the East to the West.
Ever the skilled negotiator, Stalin even proclaimed publicly that he would be amenable to
discussing an armistice with Germany for the reason that the Soviet Union was not receiving the
support it required from the western Allies.’® Due to this pressure from the United States and the
Soviet Union, the British settled on a raid of a larger scale than what had been attempted in the
past. Its strategic aim was to both placate the Americans and to divert German attention away
from the Soviets in the East. Operationally, the aim of the Dieppe raid was to gain as much
experience in amphibious operations as was possible. It was to be a practice, a drill, and in being
so would fulfill the Combined Operations Headquarters mandate — “Raids in force designed to
obtain information and experience in the enemy’s defense systems are to be pressed forward as

the opportunities arise.”*



The Plan

It has been argued that the story of Dieppe is really the story of the plan. It started as
Operation RUTTER, a plan calling for the use of seven infantry battalions, a tank regiment, a
parachute brigade, and two companies of glider soldiers. These land forces would be supported
by four squadrons of low level precision bombers, and 150 high level bombers, as well as naval
bombardment, anti-aircraft ships, and mortar firing barges. The paratroopers were to land south
and behind the town of Dieppe, while the main forces were to land on the flanks in the vicinity of
the towns of Puits and Berneval in the west and Varengeville and Pourville in the east. After
isolating the town of Dieppe, the forces would seize objectives near and within the town. Once
complete, the troops would return to the coast and be withdrawn to England.*

Unfortunately, the three months from the plan’s inception resulted in significant changes.
Primarily, in a decision that is still somewhat contentious even today, some historians contend
that General Bernard Montgomery, Commander South-Eastern Command, amended the plan
from a flanking to frontal one because he believed that the tactical objectives outlined in the plan
could not be met in the timelines given if a flanking maneuver were used.*®

Secondly, due to a fractured chain of command**, the required fire support was allowed
to dwindle to ineffectiveness. First, the Royal Navy refused to provide one of its capital ships
for the operation. Next, the Royal Air Force curtailed its commitment of bombers since Air
Marshal Sir Arthur Harris believed that the Dieppe operation was little more than a “useless
sideshow.”™ Some believe that the Royal Air Force’s real aim during the Dieppe operation was
not to support the ground assault but to lure the Luftwaffe into open battle.'® In spite of these
losses in support, the planning progressed, but replaced fire support with synchronization and

strict timings in order to achieve surprise.



The final change to the plan was to come late in the process. Operation RUTTER was
finally scheduled for the first week of July, 1942. However, a German air raid flew over the
loaded flotilla as it was waiting for good weather to set sail. Assuming that the Germans would
recognize the ships for what they were, the British cancelled Operation RUTTER; however,
under circumstances that remain uncertain today, it was reborn within a fortnight as operation
JUBILEE. The main difference between the finalized RUTTER and JUBILEE was the
replacement of the parachute and glider troops with amphibious commandos, and the
orchestration of the timings of the landings, so that the supporting attacks on the flanks would go
in before the main landings in order to achieve surprise and knock out the German coastal
batteries.

The plan was finally set for 19 August 1942. A commando battalion would attack the
German coastal battery east of Dieppe at YELLOW Beach, while another commando battalion
would attack the battery west of Dieppe at ORANGE Beach. Simultaneously, a battalion of
infantry would land at GREEN Beach west of Dieppe in order to destroy a radar station and
secure the high ground overlooking the town. Another battalion of infantry would land at BLUE
Beach east of Dieppe to destroy a German field battery, machine gun posts, and heavy anti-
aircraft cannons. Thirty minutes later, two battalions of infantry supported by a regiment of
tanks'” would land at WHITE and RED beaches to seize Dieppe itself. Simultaneously, another
battalion of infantry would land at GREEN beach, push through the forces in place, and link up
with the tanks to seize and destroy objectives in depth. The floating reserve would consist of a
battalion of infantry and a commando battalion."® Supported by eight destroyers and Royal Air

Force Hurricanes, the soldiers would seize their objectives, hold during the hours of daylight,



and withdraw before darkness to the coast for evacuation to England (see map of the Dieppe
operation attached as Appendix A).
The Raid

In the actual event, the raid itself turned out to be a complete tactical failure. Fortune
frowned upon the Allies early in the operation as a German convoy chanced upon the flotilla
ferrying 3 Commando to their offloading points at YELLOW Beach. The uncertainty that
followed resulted in the Commander and part of the Commando aborting the mission and turning
back to England, while over 100 commandos, not having received the order, carried on with the
mission and landed. With surprise lost, the best that the understrength commando could do was
to distract the German battery. All but one of the commandos who put ashore were killed or
captured.’® Concurrently, in what was possibly the only achievement of the operation, 4
Commando landed at ORANGE Beach and succeeded in destroying the target German coastal
battery. Almost all commandos involved at ORANGE Beach were successfully withdrawn to
England in what some have later dubbed a “textbook Commando operation.”%

The South Saskatchewan Regiment®* landed at GREEN Beach on time and undetected;
however, navigation issued resulted in their landing on the west side of the River Scie, which
resulted in the necessity to cross the single bridge in the village of Pourville in order to secure the
high ground to the east. The defile provided by this small bridge allowed the Germans excellent
opportunity to block the progression of the Canadians.?> The majority of the Battalion’s
objectives remained unattained. The Saskatchewans’ follow on force, the Cameron Highlanders
of Canada, landed 30 minutes late and suffered much the same difficulties as the Saskatchewans.
The Camerons did manage to penetrate past the village of Pourville; however, they never did link

up with the tanks as planned.



Aerial fire support for the main landings at RED and WHITE beaches was on time but so
light as to only be capable of keeping the Germans’ heads down temporarily. The Essex Scottish
Regiment and the Royal Hamilton Light Infantry landed roughly on time, but they had lost the
element of surprise and the limited fire support had failed to suppress or destroy German fire
positions. As a result they were met with crushing fire; very few ever got off the beach. The
Calgary Horse eventually landed 29 tanks; however, the anti-tank obstacles on the beach proved
impassable; few got off the beach and none were able to penetrate into the town.

Suffering from poor communications and a lack of situational awareness, Canadian
Major General John Hamilton Roberts, the ground force commander, committed his reserve
thinking that he was exploiting the success of the Essex Scottish.?®* Unfortunately, the reserve
was exposed to the same horrendous fire. At 1100, Roberts gave the order to withdraw, and by
1240 it became clear that all who could be withdrawn had been withdrawn. In the end, the
Royal Air Force grieved 67 pilots killed and the Royal Navy lost 550 sailors; 270 commandos
and 3,376 Canadian soldiers were wounded, Killed, or captured.

The Bluster

The damage control commenced almost as soon as the operation came to an end. In the
public affairs war that ensued, British Prime Minister Sir Winston Churchill first coined the
phrase “reconnaissance in force” to describe the raid.** Later that year he would claim success in
that the raid did in fact divert German attention away from the Eastern Front and the Soviets.”®
Later still he would attempt to add emotion to the argument:

“Strategically, the raid served to make the Germans more conscious of the danger along

the whole coast of Occupied France. This helped to hold troops and resources in the

West, which did something to take the weight off Russia. Honor the brave who fell.
Their sacrifice was not in vain.”?



The claim that the strategic aim of the raid was met is quite legitimate; of note here is the
penchant for emotional appeals to help justify the operation. Even the Canadian Army, whom
one might think would be more recriminating in its assessment, was very supportive. Within two
weeks of the raid the Canadian Headquarters issued a report of the raid touting it as a “vital
learning experience.”?’ This was perhaps in stark contrast to the feelings of the Australians and
New Zealand Armies regarding British leadership after the Gallipoli Campaign of 1915.
Nevertheless, such was not the case with all Canadians; shortly after the raid Canadian business
tycoon Lord Beaverbrook accosted Lord Louis Mountbatten, Chief of Combined Operations,
with “You have murdered thousands of my countrymen...They have been mowed down in their
thousands and their blood is on your hands.”?® Clearly it was impossible to separate emotion
from the issue.

The controversy over the raid continued to simmer over the next couple of years, while
the ongoing war served as a distraction. Nevertheless, after the success at Normandy those who
were involved in the Dieppe operation were very quick to point out how, in retrospect, the
Dieppe raid laid the groundwork for D-Day. On the day following the invasion, General Crerar,
commanding the 1* Canadian Army, stated:

“Although at the time the heavy cost to Canada, and the non-success of the Dieppe
operation seemed hard to bear, | believe that when the war is examined in proper
perspective, it will be seen that the sobering influence of that operation on existing Allies
strategical conceptions...was a Canadian contribution of the greatest significance to final
victory.”?

Further, Canadian Military historian C.P Stacey added “The casualties sustained in the
raid were the price paid for the knowledge that enabled the great operation of 1944 to be carried

out at a cost in blood smaller than even the most optimistic had ventured to hope for.”*® These

kinds of claims, while certainly appealing to Canadian patriotism and the search for justification



for so many deaths, were rarely, if ever, followed by any evidentiary reasoning. They were,
simply, unsubstantiated emotional assertions stated to rationalize the sacrifices and to serve as a
rally cry for Canadian morale and patriotism, a Canadian “Remember the Alamo” as it were.
Then and later some even went so far as to attack any disagreement with this opinion. For
example, historian and author Terence Robertson stated, “To denigrate the Canadian sacrifice at
Dieppe is to label the signatories of the letter as fools and by doing so proclaim oneself the
biggest fool of all.”** The implication is that any doubt of the validity of the Canadian sacrifice
is an affront to those that died, even if the questions are aimed at the validity itself and not the
righteousness of the sacrifice.

The motivations for such upbeat assessments by the Canadians involved were also quite
practical in nature. Even to this day, the prevailing opinion among Canadians is that the British
were at fault for everything that went wrong with Dieppe. While there surely is some truth to
this theory, the reality is that Canadian decision makers of the time must also share their burden
of the blame. The Canadian Prime Minister, William Lyon Mackenzie King, was a pacifist by
nature and extremely averse to casualties. While he understood that he would be obligated to
come to the aid of Mother Britain during her time of need, he also needed to balance the political
pressures at home between English Canada’s desire to fight side by side with the Empire and
French Canada’s reluctance to sacrifice for the British Crown. His compromise was to offer the
Canadian Army in defense of the Empire; in other words, they would remain in England to
defend against a German invasion.*?

And so the Canadian Army arrived in England in 1939 and for almost the next three years
performed garrison duties, participated in exercises, and manned battlements should the Germans

decide to invade. Meanwhile, the Commonwealth armies were fighting in Greece, the Balkans,
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and in North Africa, while the Canadians “waited in England while history happened all
around.”® This so embarrassed the Canadian Generals that when the possibility of the Canadian
Army participating in a limited raid in France the Canadians jumped at the chance.** For the
Generals, it was a means of regaining lost credibility. For Prime Minister King, it was a
contribution that was large enough to quell some of the pressure from English Canada, while not
large enough to raise the ire of French Canada, and was certainly not permanent enough to
necessitate a policy of conscription should things go wrong.*

Further, General Roberts and his staff were intimately aware of the plan and its erosion
over time, and he could have vetoed Canadian participation had he felt it necessary. Considering
the political pressure involved, it is not difficult to understand why General Roberts would not be
the man to deny the Canadian Army its duty to get in the war. With these matters in mind, it is
easy to see why gentlemen such as Crerar and Stacey were so intent to draw positive associations
from the operation. Dieppe was not a case of the British sacrificing Canadian soldiers instead of
British soldiers; rather the Canadian decision makers wanted Canada to be involved and
therefore deserve their fair share of the blame.*® The Canadians had to look at the raid in as
positive manner as possible. Not only was it necessary to maintain morale and justify the
sacrifices, but it was also necessary to downplay their own responsibility for it.

Certainly others who also made these claims were not doing so for such noble purposes
as memorializing the sacrifices. Captain John Hughes-Hallett, naval planner at Combined
Operations Headquarters and the Naval Commander during the raid, avowed that the results of
the raid were disappointing and the casualties “regrettable”, yet it was nevertheless meaningful
as long as the lessons learned were put into practice at a later date and helped to gain ultimate

victory.*” As one of the lead planners and participants in the raid, Hughes-Hallett certainly
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would have had personal, career motives for making his somewhat rosy assessment of the value
of the operation. Hughes-Hallett would also chime in on the notion that the Dieppe raid proved
the impracticality of seizing a port with its facilities undamaged.®® It was inferred that this
realization created the impetus to invent an alternative, notably the Mulberry floating harbor
which was to be put to such good use at Normandy. In fact, the linkage of the Dieppe raid to the
development of the Mulberry harbor is wishful thinking at best. While the design and the
production of the Mulberry harbor did not occur until 1943, the inspiration existed beforehand.
Churchill himself was aware of the concept when he wrote a memorandum to Mountbatten in
May of 1942 — three months prior to the events at Dieppe — in which he asked about the
construction of artificial, floating harbors.® It would be credible to state that the Dieppe raid
reinforced the belief that a functioning port could not be taken intact and that another means of
off-loading equipment would be beneficial; however, one cannot state that the Dieppe raid led to
the invention of the Mulberry harbor since the idea was around before the raid. This is simply
another case of an attempt to justify the operation ex post facto.

Perhaps the most vocal proponent of the after the fact success of Dieppe was
Mountbatten himself, who claimed that “the battle of D-Day was won on the beaches of
Dieppe”, and that “Dieppe was one of the most vital operations of the Second World War. It
gave the allies the priceless secret of victory.” He went on to say “If | had the same decision to
make again, | would do as | had done before.”*

Firstly, it should be noted that only after the Normandy landings and the inferred benefits
of the Dieppe raid were appreciated did Mountbatten finally allude to the fact that he was
responsible for the Dieppe raid. Prior to D-Day, there remained much debate regarding who it

was that had reincarnated Operation RUTTER as JUBILEE after RUTTER was cancelled on 7
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July 1942, Churchill himself claimed that he had no idea that the operation was turned back
on*!, while Mountbatten referred to received direction - for surely he could not have orchestrated
the entire operation on his own? Regardless, with no paperwork to confirm or deny any
assertions, the mystery remained, until, of course, the success of D-Day could be translated as
the success of Dieppe and therefore the same people who were distancing themselves from the
operation were now more than happy to include themselves in the praise.

Second, Mountbatten referred to the “priceless secret of victory”; however, quite
conveniently he omitted mentioning exactly what that secret was, or how it at all helped in the
victory that was achieved on D-Day. In all likelihood it was simply another sweeping statement
to justify the operation at Dieppe, although post D-Day these kinds of statements were now
likely intended to accept credit in lieu of career protection. And third, both Hughes-Hallett and
Mountbatten refer to the lessons learned of Dieppe and how they were used to great effect at
Normandy. But what were these lessons learned and did they truly come about as a result of the
Dieppe operation?

The Official Lessons Learned
It is as illuminating to say of Dieppe, as it was and is often said, that it taught important lessons
about amphibious operations as to say of the Titanic disaster that it taught important lessons
about passenger liner design... No improvements could compensate the victims... none could
rectify an experiment which was so fundamentally misconceived. **
-- John Keegan (1982)

In October of 1942 Combined Operations Headquarters issued their Combined Report on
the Dieppe Raid. The official lessons learned of the operation were included in Part VV.** It is
beyond the scope of this paper to argue the specific merits of each lesson learned, nor will all of

the official lessons learned be discussed in this paper. Nevertheless, it is indeed arguable that

the majority of the key lessons learned themselves were not solely the result of the Dieppe raid,;
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therefore, the claim that Dieppe was the secret to the success of D-Day can be called into
question.

The initial official lesson learned was the requirement for overwhelming fire support** for
a frontal assault on a well defended position. First and foremost, this was not at all the only time
that this observation had been made after an operation. This same lesson was painfully learned
from the ineffectiveness of the naval gunfire at Gallipoli,* only in this case the withering of the
fire support was a function of poor planning and not lack of technology. The same lesson was
learned, although in more positive manners at VVaasgo and St Nazaire, where in both cases the
amphibious force had enough fire support to move from the landing sites to their objectives
effectively.®® Further, the United States Marine Corps had identified in published doctrine the
necessity for sufficient and effective fire support, particularly against defended beaches.”” The
Marines went even further to identify how naval and aerial fire support should be coordinated to
complement each other, particularly during the perilous phase when the troops have landed and
naval gun support has shifted to targets in depth; close air support would be essential to allow the
freedom of movement of the ground forces.*® However, the real issue in this case is if this lesson
needed to be learned at all. All military planners, even those of little worth, understand the basic
military tenets of fire and maneuver. One must suppress the enemy’s fire to ensure friendly
mobility and freedom of action. This fact should have been more than obvious to the Dieppe
planners, even from the distant perspective of 70 years later; it is inconceivable that this fact
could have come as any surprise to them. This was not a lesson learned following the Dieppe
raid; it was, in fact, a lesson ignored by the planners beforehand. Terence Robertson summed it
up perfectly when he stated, “The lessons of Gallipoli twenty seven years before were forgotten,

fire-power had been allowed to dwindle to nothing, and the troops would be expected to land on
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heavily defended beaches with only a handful of bombers and cannon-firing Hurricanes to
occupy the defenses.”* Further, it was claimed in the report that no naval vessel existed during
the Dieppe raid to provide close-in shore support. While this may have been technically true,
had the Royal Navy provided a capital ship as initially requested, it is quite possible that the
ground forces would have had adequate fire support to help them fight their way to get off the
beaches. Again, this was a planning failure, not an epiphany of how to achieve tactical success.

The next questionable lesson learned was titled under “Formation of Assault Forces.”° It
essentially recommended that personnel and equipment who are slated to participate in an
amphibious operation should be organized together as early as is possible, to the point that there
should be some form of permanent amphibious capability within Combined Operations
Headquarters. While Dieppe did indeed provide the impetus for the creation of Force J (a naval
assault force with its own integral capabilities and enablers),”* it should not have taken a failure
like Dieppe to point out the benefits of having a standing, experienced amphibious assault force.
Further, the report stated that Army units who would be participating in amphibious assaults
should train closely with the Navy. Again, this smacks of being self evident, or as Brian Villa
sarcastically refers to it, “well-known gems of military wisdom.”>

The report also noted that it would be desirable to have a plan that was flexible.>® Even
the Germans, who obtained a copy of the Dieppe raid operations order from an officer who very
unwisely had brought a copy with him on the raid, noted that the directive was too long and
detailed (121 pages in length). This factor acted, in the German opinion, to limit independent
action, particularly if unforeseen events were to occur.® Perhaps this is more conventional
wisdom; however, it is recognized that it is easier said than done. Any good military planner

tries to offer as many options as possible within the scope of an operation in order to allow for
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alternatives should something go wrong. To have the success or failure of a plan hinge on a
single or a few factors or events is to invite catastrophe. In fact this is exactly what happened at
Dieppe; with such a lack of fire support, the success of the raid relied almost entirely on
achieving surprise. When surprise was lost, so was any hope of achieving the tactical aims.
While flexibility is certainly noteworthy, Dieppe was by far not the first example of a
complicated plan resulting in failure. Further, it had been noted before that flexibility had
resulted in success, as evidenced by the Vaagso raid where it was noted that the real strength of
the operation was its flexible plan.”® Additionally, the United States Marines had included
flexibility in planning as the first consideration of plans and orders.”® It is perhaps more likely
that the inclusion of flexibility in the report was less of a lesson learned and more of an
admission of fault.

As stated earlier in this paper, the decision to change the Dieppe plan from one of a
flanking attack to a frontal is still mired in controversy. Many historians, as well as Hughes-
Hallett, claim that General Montgomery ordered the frontal because he believed that there would
not be enough time to complete all tactical tasks if a flanking maneuver was conducted.> For his
part, Montgomery stated he had no recollection of making such a decision, and instead claimed
that it was Mountbatten who made the change to a frontal assault so that experience could be
gained in using tanks in amphibious operations.”® Regardless, it is interesting that this was
included in the report as a lesson learned. The decision to attack directly into the enemy’s
strength when his weak areas were so obvious is contrary to even the most basic of military
strategies. The maxim “never execute a frontal attack on a well-defended position — unless there
is absolutely no other option” has existed in military circles likely since men first picked up clubs

to fight one another. The planners themselves believed that the frontal was a bad idea, perhaps
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Mountbatten most strongly of all.>® Nevertheless, to include it in the report as a lesson learned
and to tie it to the success of D-Day is less than credible. More likely, it was included in the
official as a snub; a rebuke at Montgomery, whose arrogance and pretentiousness was becoming
legendary.

The report also made a recommendation regarding the landing of tanks in the assault.®
During the Dieppe raid, intense anti-tank fire, coupled with tank obstacles which precluded the
armor from getting off the beach, allowed the Germans to easily target and destroy them.
Therefore, the Dieppe report recommended that tanks should not be landed until the enemy
obstacles have been cleared and enemy defenses have been destroyed. Essentially, the first
landing waves should be made of infantry and engineers, while the armored forces should come
in subsequent waves. It is interesting to note that this recommendation differed significantly
from the established United States Marine Corps doctrine whereby tanks should be landed in the
first wave, with the infantry, in order to mitigate the shifting of naval gunfire to targets in depth
and to supplement whatever aerial support is available by providing close, direct fire support to
the infantry.® This illustrates a difference in mind set between traditional roles for armored
forces and the role of armor in the United States Marine Corps. Whereby most armies consider
their tanks a separate maneuver element, the raison d’etre of tanks in the Marines is to provide
close, intimate support to the infantry. In terms of amphibious operations, the primary mission
of tanks is to ease and expedite the movement of the infantry off of the beach by providing cover
and destroying the enemy’s defenses and obstacles through direct fire.** At Dieppe, both the
tanks and the infantry were working to get off of the beach; however, they were, for the most
part, going about it separately, uncoordinated. Even with hindsight it is not possible to state with

certainty that had the tanks at Dieppe been given the mission of close, intimate support for the
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infantry vice a separate mission that the results would have been different. Nevertheless,
considering that one of the notable failings of the Dieppe raid was a lack of fire support, it
follows that the Marine tactic would have been much more of a benefit to the infantry. It is
possible that the Dieppe report came to the wrong conclusion in regard to this lesson learned.
Another obvious lesson learned mentioned in the report was the use of smoke. The
statement “it might have been helpful in order to cover the landing craft during the final stages of
their approach, and the initial stages of the landing itself, to have ended the Naval bombardment

of the central beaches with some salvoes of a smoke shell” %

is, in reality, an understatement.
The amount of fire support for the ground forces was so small that anything that could have
helped them land and subsequently get off the beaches would have been beneficial. It should
have been very apparent to the planners that as they stripped away the available fire support,
measures of mitigation should have been generated. Admittedly, surprise is a mitigating
measure; however, it either exists or it does not exist. The requirement for the use of smoke, as a
further mitigating factor in case surprise is lost, should have been clear.

In the after-action report by Combined Operations, one of the recommendations was that
airborne forces should be used as a means of achieving surprise and “be included in plans as
often as possible.”®* This is, of course, quite ironic considering that the use of paratroopers and
glider troops was indeed part of the plan for RUTTER, and was deliberately removed for
JUBILEE due to the fear of how adverse weather might affect their employment. Regardless, it
should have been apparent to the planners that of the two options - amphibious commandos
versus paratroopers - airborne forces would have provided a much better option for flexibility

and the achievement of surprise. It is true that in the past amphibious commandos have

succeeded in achieving surprise against an enemy; however, these operations were often smaller
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in scope than was Dieppe. Even the Germans were taken aback that the British did not make use
of airborne troops, noting “contrary to all expectations, the British did not employ parachutists
and airborne troops. If they had attacked PUITS simultaneously with airborne troops and from
the sea, the initial position of the defenders at PUITS would have been critical.”®

The report also states that, due to the vulnerability of employment to weather conditions,
the tasks given to airborne forces should not be so critical in nature as to require an entire
operation to be abandoned if a drop is cancelled. While this may seem logical on the outside, it
falls short when one considers that airborne forces, due to their ability to achieve tactical and
strategic surprise, are often given tasks that are very important to the overall success of an
operation. Further, once on the ground, airborne troops are extremely vulnerable from the
standpoint of fire and logistical support; so much so that the value of their targets must be
balanced with the risk associated with losing the airborne forces. In other words: if the target is
not important do not send important, yet vulnerable, assets against it. This supposed lesson
learned was certainly taken into account on D-Day, where airborne and glider forces were given
extremely important, even mission critical, tasks of seizing bridges and blocking German counter
moves.

There are many historians who would state that the above assessments of the official
lessons learned could be described as second guessing, or arm-chair generalship. Of the lessons
learned, Bernard Fergusson argued “they were not so obvious as they seem to us in retrospect.
Even the Law of Gravity was obscure not so long ago.”®® Granted, the world would have looked
very different to those who were there at the time than it does to us looking back. Regardless,
the assessments of these lessons learned were not made through the lens of seven decades, but

based on information that was available at the time in 1942. Perhaps it is true that the Dieppe
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planners did not see this information, or if they did, they did not consider it; regardless, they
should have — it was there.
Other Lessons (Lessons Not Learned)

Notwithstanding the above, there were perhaps some lessons that did come out of the
Dieppe fiasco, although they were not identified by Combined Operations and likely had little to
do with the Allied success at Normandy. Firstly, it was alluded to earlier that the operation
suffered from a fractured chain of command. Indeed, Combined Operations was responsible for
planning and executing, but had to rely heavily on the input of the services for both acceptance
of plans and resources allotted. Montgomery later noted, “It is axiomatic that the plan must be
made by the commander responsible for the battle...but there was no one commander
responsible for the battle....if you were to ask me ‘who was responsible for this’ | would say ‘I
don’t know, the Trinity.””®" It is this lack of unity of command that allowed the plan to wither
over time: first the (alleged) decision of Montgomery to conduct a frontal attack, second the
Royal Navy’s refusal to provide a capital ship, and thirdly the Royal Air Force’s preference to
commit resources to the engagement of the Luftwaffe in lieu of supporting the ground forces.
The environmental representatives, more loyal to their services than to the operation, were apt to
negotiate, compromise, and veto issues of import in the interests of their services.®® Had one
person, even Mountbatten, had the sole authority to plan and to task, the plan very likely would
have been much more coherent than it turned out to be.

Second, the Dieppe raid suffered from a lack of linkage between the strategic,
operational, and tactical objectives. As noted before, the strategic aim was to appease the
Americans and to divert German attention and resources away from the Soviets fighting on the

Eastern Front. The operational objectives (at least those which were specifically noted prior to
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the operation) were to gain information on German defenses and experience in conducting
amphibious operations. The tactical aims, however, had little to do directly with achieving the
operational and strategic aims. The tactical objectives, destroying German military infrastructure
and seizing port facilities, were simply tactical means with no operational ends. In the same
vein, the operational aims had little to do with the achievement of the strategic aims. It is these
truths, more than any others, which allowed the Dieppe raid to fail. In essence, the plan, and
therefore the required support, was allowed to atrophy over time because of this lack of
connection. It did not matter if the tactical and operational aims were achieved; as long as the
raid happened, successfully or not, the strategic aims would be realized. As long as the strategic
aims would be realized then there would be no reason to cancel the mission outright; therefore,
resources were allowed to be slowly stripped away resulting in a failed operation.
Conclusion

The Dieppe raid was, unequivocally, a tactical failure. The subsequent attempts to
rationalize this costly operation as a retroactive success can be separated into two camps: those
who have attempted to justify the sacrifices of thousands of lives in the name of patriotism and
honor, and those who more selfishly have tried to conjure success out of disaster in order to
disguise their own failings and misdeeds. Neither groups’ assertions are borne out by the facts.
Granted, many of the lessons learned provided in the Combined Operations Report are
appropriate. However, they represented even at the time nothing new. As a matter of fact, many
are simple regurgitations of lessons previously learned and apparently forgotten, only to be
repackaged and reissued as novel observations. Moreover, the assertions that the Dieppe raid

was a success when seen from the viewpoint of D-Day is plainly revisionist history. Ex post
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facto claims are not new in military history; however, in this case there is little direct link
between Dieppe and D-Day, other than one preceding the other.

One must simply ask oneself a few questions. First, would there have been a D-Day had
there not been a Dieppe? The answer is clearly “yes’. It is safe to say that eventually, Dieppe
raid or not, the Allies would make the attempt to reenter the continent. Second, if there had not
been a Dieppe raid, would D-Day have still been a success? Clearly, the answer is again ‘yes’.
Since the lessons of Dieppe were not new, they would have existed whether the Dieppe raid
occurred or not. To say ‘no’ would be to imply that the Dieppe lessons learned were new and
taken to heart on D-Day, a statement not supported by evidence. And lastly, if one believes that
D-Day was a success because Dieppe failed, then does it follow that if Dieppe had succeeded
than D-Day would have failed? It is doubtful that many would follow this logic.

It is clear that much more toner will be expended before the questions surrounding the
Dieppe raid are at last put to rest, if indeed this ever happens. Nevertheless, all attempts should
be made to see the raid for what it was. A tactical disaster — absolutely. Operationally it was of
questionable value — absolutely. It was of limited, if any, direct value for the planning of D-Day,
but it did convince the Germans to redirect resources from the Eastern front and therefore met
the requirements of why the raid was conceived in the first place. It was a strategic success. We

should leave it at that.
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